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Accidents
Analysis from the White Mountains of
New Hampshire and occasionally elsewhere

B

efore we visit specific moments of difficulty in the Whites, I want to offer
a gift and a thought for everyone whose mind and spirit center on some
piece of mountainscape. The gift is suggested reading, and it comes courtesy
of a former student, who, in her graduate work, aims (among other goals) to
understand better the toponyms of Scottish mountains. That concern may
sound distant from our Whites, but once that was not so. The Cairngorms
that have drawn her eye (and feet) are old relatives of the Whites, part of
the same range that once nestled together as part of Pangaea, the supercontinent from which our current seven derived. It is for good reason that
many who visit Scotland’s mountains keep noting uncanny resemblances
with the Whites.
The book (highly recommended) is Nan Shepherd’s The Living Mountain
(Canongate Canons, 2011). It is a slim volume, first published in 1977 but
written mostly 30-plus years earlier. The Living Mountain has drawn superlatives
from writers and wanderers with the deepest mountain nous. Among them is
Robert MacFarlane, a prolific and poetic mountain writer, who contributed a
long and graceful foreword to Shepherd’s latest edition. The Guardian has called
it “the finest book ever written on nature and landscape in Britain.” Though I
don’t have The Guardian’s range of comparison, I agree that it is a “finest” book.
In her few pages, Shepherd achieves the story of a living relationship with
this Scottish plateau of mountains. She lived within walking distance of
the Cairngorms throughout her life; Shepherd is alive in and through these
mountains, and they come to life in her words. I’ve never felt quite the same
intensity in someone’s writing about her home range.
All of this praise sets up a quotation from The Living Mountain; I have
adopted Shepherd’s words as reminders and guides for this column. Near her
book’s midsection, Shepherd tells the story of two boys, who, “in the kind of
miraculous winter weather that sometimes occurs” went over Cairn Gorm.
Then, as happens often in the mountains and with miracles, the winds blew
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up and the storm arrived; the boys were reduced first to crawling, then, finally,
to stillness. Shepherd writes:
The elder of the two was still crawling, on hands and knees, when
they found him in the drift. So quick bright things come to confusion.
[From A Midsummer Night’s Dream.] They committed, I suppose, an
error of judgment, but I cannot judge them. For it is the risk we all
must take when we accept individual responsibility for ourselves on the
mountain, and until we have done that, we do not begin to know it.1
This is a summer and fall column, but the sense of how we come to know our
mountains and the responsibility that asks fit all seasons, I think. Especially
as, even in high summer, winter is always waning or on its way in the Whites.
We will begin with and then turn toward that winter near column’s end, just
as 2018’s October ushered in early snow and cold. Even in summer, it’s best
to keep alive a mind of winter, at least in the high Whites. Before we visit a
snow-girt late-October rescue of an Appalachian Trail thru-hiker, let’s look at
the season’s start and then some of the long-lit days of high summer and the
trouble they contained.
A scan of the season’s incidents points to some ongoing themes. Prominent
among them are the role of “collectors”—stretches and pockets of terrain
that gather dilemma and accident season after season, the march of the 60s
(meaning the uphill habits of the once-booming generation), and the role of
technology in orienting and disorienting hikers and climbers.

Neophytes on Ice
May 5 was windy (60 mph average) and cool (32 degree average) on Mount
Washington, and although Mount Liberty on the Franconia Ridge is 1,829
feet lower, the conditions were similar there when Peter G., age 17, and his
friend Ahmed E., age 17, reached the top near midday. Peter had identified
a loop hike up the Liberty Spring Trail and down the Flume Slide Trail and
invited his inexperienced friend along. The phrase “down the Flume Slide
Trail” may shiver the skin of experienced hikers in the Whites. Most who
have followed gravity down this way have done so exactly once. Add in the
1

Nan Shepherd, The Living Mountain (Edinburgh, Scotland: Canongate Canons, 1977, 39–40).
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date, which nearly guarantees ice and water on this west-facing slide, and one
can expect trouble. Which is what Peter and Ahmed found.
By 4:54 p.m., when Lt. Jim Kneeland of New Hampshire’s Fish and Game
Department (NHFG) learned that the boys were stuck on the upper part of
the Flume Slide Trail, they were also separated from each other and afraid to
go up or down. Shortly after 5 p.m., Kneeland spoke with Peter, who reported
that he had no traction devices and was surrounded by ice and slick rock, was
wet and getting cold, and had no dry clothing. Peter could not see Ahmed but
reported that he had no traction gear either. Kneeland told Peter to “stay put.”
Three NHFG conservation officers, or COs, responded to Kneeland’s call,
and, by good fortune, twelve members of the Pemigewasset Valley Search and
Rescue Team (PVSART) were training in the area. The fifteen rescuers met
Kneeland at the trailhead, and he sent one CO and the PVSART team the
nearly 3 miles up the Flume Slide Trail, while the other two COs went up
Liberty Spring Trail in case the evacuation needed to come down that way.
From there, the rescue went as hoped; the thirteen rescuers reached Peter
around 9:30 p.m. and Ahmed some 20 minutes later. Using traction devices,
and ropes for one lower stream crossing, the group descended to the trailhead
by 1:15 a.m.
Comment: Join the bunched contours of the upper Flume Slide Trail
with the near certainty of shoulder-season ice and its “nearly-always-wet”
description, and you get one of the few universally agreed upon “no descent”
trails in the White Mountains. Warning phrases—extremely slippery when
wet; not recommended for descent; use is discouraged in wet weather; beware
of rockfall from above—abound in the hiker’s bible, the Appalachian Mountain
Club’s White Mountain Guide. Although it’s not entirely necessary, I’ll add the
capper for this May day: The two preceding days had featured 0.63 and 0.76
inches of rain respectively. No more analysis needed.
But one further thought bears mention: Given that most 17-year-olds don’t
read the AMC bible, where might they (and many others) get ideas and trail
information? I consulted our world’s omni-expert, Dr. Google. Here are the
first three sites that came up when I searched for the Flume Slide Trail:
• Alltrails.com calls it a “lightly trafficked” trail “only recommended for very
experienced adventurers . . . best used from February to November.” It notes
also, “Dogs are able to use this trail.”
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• Sectionhiker.com offers direct caution: “The Flume Slide Trail is particularly
dangerous because the trail climbs up steep rock faces that are wet and have
small streams running down them. Great care should be taken when hiking
up this trail, especially if accompanied by children or a dog.” It adds, “The
Flume Slide Trail is so treacherous that you should only climb it going uphill.”
• Hikingproject.com says, “The final half-mile is almost entirely scrambling/
climbing. It’s a difficult stretch that can be dicey in spots, especially if wet, but
also can provide excellent views.”
These descriptions are then followed, as are most on the internet, with hikers’
testimonials tending toward the heroic “I crushed it” variety. Our most common resource, now, but one that tends to underplay hazards.

Making the Turn
Two of the season’s early incidents turned on not making a turn. On
Wednesday, May 23, 2018, Tabitha M., a 32-year-old Massachusetts resident,
set out alone on the popular Franconia loop: the 9-mile-long Falling Waters–
Greenleaf Trail–Old Bridle Path route. The day featured average temperatures
and a gusty, northwest wind (Mount Washington’s Observatory recorded
averages of 41 for temperature and 35 mph for wind, with a sense that some
rain could be in the offing). Tabitha’s day went as planned until she reached
Mount Lafayette’s summit, where she missed the sharp left turn that begins
the descent of the Greenleaf Trail. Instead she stayed straight, passing by the
Skookumchuk Trail and following the AT as it morphed into the Garfield
Ridge Trail, adding going-on to a day when going-down was preferred. As
evening came on, Tabitha grew worried and called a friend, who, in turn,
called authorities.
NHFG assessed the weather—falling temperatures, rising wind—
and asked AMC’s Greenleaf Hut “croo” to respond first. At approximately
10:30 p.m., croo members found Tabitha on the Garfield Ridge Trail and began
walking her back toward the hut. Deteriorating weather suggested, however,
that NHFG send COs up the Skookumchuk Trail to assist Tabitha down,
while AMC’s croo returned to their work at Greenleaf Hut. Tabitha and the
COs reached Franconia Notch at 3 a.m.
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A little under a month later, on June 16, NHFG received an 8:30 p.m. call
reporting that two hikers, Jason R. (age 30) and Alda C. (age 25), were lost on
the Garfield Ridge Trail. Like Tabitha M., they had aimed to complete the
Falling Waters loop and missed the left turn on Lafayette for the Greenleaf
Trail. NHFG reached the two hikers by phone and learned that they were
wearing shorts and T-shirts, were under-equipped, and were without lights.
The weather on nearby Mount Washington was usual for the day—average
temperature of 47 degrees with winds in the low 30s. After orienting the hikers
and directing them to begin descending the nearby Skookumchuk Trail,
NHFG sent up two COs with lights and supplies; they reached the hikers at
10:45 p.m., walked them out, and drove them back to their car.
Comment: What caught my attention about these typical rescues—hiker
misses turn, carries no map or overnight gear, calls for help as light fades, gets
walked out—was their resonance with a number of recent incidents in which a
hiker or hikers missed this left turn onto the Greenleaf Trail. While researching
one of those rescues that involved the Achigan School group from Quebec
(see Accidents, Summer/Fall 2018, page 103), I spoke with a former Greenleaf
hutmaster, Phoebe Howe, who described a number of similar misroutings
during her time at the hut. She wondered if the angle or scale of the sign is
such that hikers overlook or miss it, especially when the weather is iffy. That
would, of course, be of no concern to a hiker who knows the route, or to one
carrying and using a map, but neither Tabitha nor Jason and Alda had a map
in hand or mind when rescued, and so each carried on north until oncoming
darkness made them reconsider. COs also found that, while she was equipped
for a day hike, Tabitha lacked the gear needed for an overnight, especially in
the spring, when temperatures routinely touch freezing when the sun drops.
Though the weather was warmer for Jason and Alda, night’s cooling and their
lack of gear impelled NHFG to respond.
These incidents bring up the delicate matter of signage. When a pattern
of incident appears, how should sign makers respond? Writ another way, the
question becomes this: How much responsibility goes to the hiker and how
much gets assigned to “the authorities”? Should the size of the sign atop Mount
Lafayette pointing down the Greenleaf Trail be bumped up and so easier to
find in fog or gale? Should it be reoriented some to appear more prominently
for northbound walkers on the Franconia Ridge Trail/AT, since they are the
usual errants? Or, going to the other extreme, is all signage a blight that should
be removed?
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The most lucid consideration of these questions that I know comes from
former U.S. Forest Service lead snow ranger Brad Ray, who gave testimony
in 1997’s landmark Weingarten vs. The United States of America case. At the
heart of this case was the tragic death of 21-year-old college senior Cheryl
Weingarten, who slid to her end in the spring waterfall hole just below the Lip
in Tuckerman Ravine on May 1, 1994. Weingarten was new to the mountain,
and she and a friend were butt-sliding down the upper slopes near day’s end
when she went over the edge. Her parents later sued USFS for negligence,
claiming the waterfall hazard should have been signed.
Ray’s clear-headed explanation of USFS policy about “the handling of
hazards . . . managing public safety in the Ravine” and signage in wilderness
areas goes on for pages. But it can be distilled to this: “In particular, the Forest
Plan establishes that the Pinkham Notch Scenic Area is to be managed as a
semi-primitive, nonmotorized recreational opportunity spectrum class area—a
predominantly natural environment—to be managed with minimum on-site
controls. For such an area, although restrictions on the use of the area may
exist, they are to be subtle restrictions.”2
Ray goes on to argue, by example, that signage warning of the waterfall
hazard would have to be outsized and everywhere. In short, the opposite of
“subtle.”
Similar concerns shape signage throughout the White Mountain National
Forest. How big, how unmissable, how frequent do we want our signs to be?
How each of us answers says a lot about how we assign responsibility when we
step onto a mountain trail.

Steep Stuff: Huntington Ravine Gathers Its Share
Three brief summer incidents in Huntington Ravine illustrate its hikers’
wide range of experience and serve as further examples of an influx of rookie
hikers into some of the White Mountains’ toughest terrain. Beginning at
the experienced end of the spectrum, I’ll work back to those who must have
looked up and thought, “Whoa, what’s this?”
On September 14, 2018, at 8 a.m., James S., age 64, and a friend, Alton W.,
set out to climb Mount Washington via the Huntington Ravine Trail. The
2
See Accidents Editor Sandy Stott’s book Critical Hours: Search and Rescue in the White
Mountains (University Press of New England, 2018, page 183).
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Androscoggin Valley Search and Rescue and Mountain Rescue Service volunteers used
ropes to raise an injured hiker out of Huntington Ravine and onto flatter ground.
NEW HAMPSHIRE FISH AND GAME

day was a fine one, and the pair was well equipped and terrain-aware. By early
afternoon, they had climbed nearly to the ravine’s rim, when James slipped
and slid roughly 15 feet down a rock slab. He couldn’t walk and conferred with
Alton, who agreed to climb to the summit for help. James had a cell signal and
was then in touch with NHFG’s CO Matt Holmes, relaying his condition, his
location, that his partner had gone for help, and that he had sufficient gear to
stay warm.
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By 5 p.m. Androscoggin Valley Search and Rescue (AVSAR) and Mountain
Rescue Service (MSR) volunteers had reached James and set up a rope system
to raise him to the Alpine Garden. AVSAR’s Mike Pelchat asked about
using the Dartmouth–Hitchcock Advanced Response Team helicopter once
the rescue team had lifted James to a landing site on the Alpine Garden,
and the chopper stood by. The rescue party reached the landing zone at
6:42 p.m., the helicopter arrived at 7:10 p.m., and James was aboard on his way
to Dartmouth–Hitchcock Medical Center by 7:45 p.m. Rescuers then hiked to
the Auto Road, where they got a ride to the base.
Comment: After James’ tough fall, this rescue went as smoothly as can be
imagined in hard terrain. All factors—hiker preparation, communication after
the accident, search-and-rescue response, helicopter assistance, weather—
aligned to get James the help he needed. Within this incident’s schedule is the
reminder that rescues take time, even when they go perfectly.

Once the rescuers reached the Alpine Garden below Mount Washington, they carried
James to a spot where a helicopter landed. NEW HAMPSHIRE FISH AND GAME
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The Other End of the Spectrum
Such perfection eluded those involved in Huntington Ravine rescues on June
3 and July 26, 2018. On both days, inexperienced groups encountered trouble
in unforgiving terrain and then, as the day waned, called for help.
On June 3, I happened to be at the White Mountain Cafe in Gorham,
meeting with some friends about mountain writing. AVSAR’s Matt Bowman
is one of the cafe’s owners, and that evening, after I’d returned home, I got
a quick email from him: “Classic Sunday late-afternoon rescue,” he wrote,
referring to the way weekend hikers tend to make their troubles known as
Sunday ages.
Daniel R., age 27, and Christopher P., age 21, both from Rhode Island,
made their initial 911 call a little after 1 p.m., saying that they were off-trail
and stranded on Mount Washington. A callback to the hikers narrowed the
location to somewhere in Huntington Ravine, but new to the area, they could
offer little more. NHFG first asked AMC staff in the area to search, and they
made voice contact at a distance but couldn’t get closer. As the afternoon
deepened and cooled, NHFG summoned AVSAR and MRS rescuers, and, as
they arrived, it became clear that the hikers were stuck in steep terrain on the
northeast slope of the ravine. Further reports from the hikers said they were
cold and didn’t have sufficient gear to warm themselves.
Rescue crews reached the pair just before 7:30 p.m. on a ledge roughly 1,000
feet from the Huntington Ravine Trail. Rescuers provided warm clothing and
drinks and, after that, guided the hikers up to the Alpine Garden and then to
the Auto Road for a ride down the mountain. By this time, temperatures had
dropped to near freezing.
On July 26, Amran G., age 22, and four friends (unnamed in the report),
all from Brooklyn, New York, called for help just before 8 p.m. Absent lights
and overnight gear, the party needed immediate help. NHFG asked an AMC
volunteer to respond from Hermit Lake Shelters; that volunteer reached the
stranded hikers at around 11 p.m., providing food and warmer clothing. An
AVSAR team joined them in the early morning. With rescuers’ support, the
party made its way down, arriving, finally, at Pinkham Notch at 4:30 a.m.
Comment: NHFG notes that more novices seem to have chosen the
Huntington Ravine Trail as their route to Washington’s summit during the
summer of 2018. Trail maintenance projects on the Tuckerman Ravine Trail
may have accounted for some of this increase, but it often seems that a cursory
look at alternatives lures novices to what seems a direct route. Although plenty
of advice is available at Pinkham Notch Visitor Center and signs warn of
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Huntington’s dangers, hikers such as the seven here still walk up until they
realize that going up or down is beyond them. Out then come the phones.
Added note: The hikers from these two incidents are still involved in civil
litigation, as NHFG is discussing rescue-payment options with them.

A Day in the Life: Boom(ers) on High
August 2 offered two incidents common to summer White Mountain rescues. At 5:30 p.m. NHFG learned that Steven W., age 69, had injured his
ankle while descending the Champney Falls Trail. Steven’s hiking partner,
Colleen B., hurried out to the trailhead and then drove to a point where she
could get cell reception to report the accident. Meanwhile, Steven had made
some headway with assistance from passersby, but when rescuers arrived, it
seemed wiser to use a litter for the final 1.5 miles out. The rescue party got to
the trailhead around 8:30 p.m.
Also on August 2 at around 6 p.m., Karen K., age 76, called NHFG,
reporting that she was off-trail and unable to find her way in the vicinity of
the Blueberry Ledge Cutoff Trail, near the base of Mount Whiteface. Using
Karen’s caller coordinates, an NHFG CO located her between the Cutoff and
the Blueberry Ledge Trail. He led her out to the trailhead by around 9:30 p.m.
Comment: I’ve put in these two incidents as symbols of summer’s active
rescue scene, when, as the light begins to slant, SAR phones ring often. Those
phones now generate a volume of rescues that well surpasses that of only 30
or 40 years ago. Clearly, there is a lot less “muddling one’s way out,” and a lot
more pressing buttons for help. That’s not meant to condemn either of these
calls but instead to suggest greater recognition of the way the tech-boosted
boom in SAR requests should be met by the state offering more resources for
it; see this column’s final comment.

Water’s Edge
The season’s mountain fatality happened on the night of September 22, 2018,
near a waterfall not far above the Cannon Mountain Tramway building. After
driving from Connecticut to Franconia Notch, Zachariah P., age 23, and
Garrett G., whose age was not reported, parked at the Kinsman Ridge trailhead
and climbed the slope to the top of the waterfall, where they set up camp at
about 10 p.m. It was Garrett’s birthday, and according to NHFG’s report, they
drank a number of shots of brandy. Then they turned in. Sometime later,
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Garrett awoke and heard his friend go out to relieve himself. Zachariah said,
“I think I just kicked your slipper over the edge”; a few seconds later Garrett
heard the sound of his friend falling.
Garrett climbed down to the base of the waterfall and found Zachariah
unresponsive. He then went for help, eventually flagging down a car on I-93
to get his message out. Response from rescuers—Franconia Police, Sugar Hill
Police, New Hampshire State Police, Franconia Life Squad—was swift, but
Zachariah had died. And so the response became an assessment and a recovery,
aided by tram operators who ran the tram up so the litter could be affixed to a
cable for transport down the mountain.
Comment: There’s little to say beyond the sad bones of fact in this case,
other than to remind that waterfalls and their precipitous, rocky slopes form
some of the White Mountains’ most hazardous terrain. And that terrain doesn’t
mix well with alcohol or darkness.

Wait, It’s Here Already?
October 23 and 24 may suggest slant-lit, colorful days and bracing air in our
mountains, but they may play host also to early-advent winter. For some
cold, windy days preceding the 23rd, Andrew C., from Florida, holed up at
the Rattle River Hostel in Shelburne, awaiting a weather forecast that would
support his crossing of the Presidential Range on the AT. A month-plus earlier, Andrew had set out southbound from Katahdin, and he’d carried with
him the gear and foot experience to make this trek. The days leading up to
October 23 had featured subfreezing temperatures and winds averaging in the
50s atop Mount Washington, with 8 inches of snowfall recorded. The forecast
for the 23rd looked OK to Andrew, and he left Pinkham Notch around 8 a.m.
with a plan to reach Lakes of the Clouds Hut and its emergency “dungeon”
by nightfall and then continue his crossing the next day.
At around 1 p.m. he crossed Mount Madison’s summit then dropped
down and passed Madison Spring Hut. By this time it was snowing and, as
Andrew climbed to Thunderstorm Junction, the snow and wind intensified,
often blotting out the cairns on the trail. He retreated toward the hut after
first straying onto what he later identified as the Spur Trail. At the hut, he
decided to back off his crossing entirely and return to Pinkham Notch,
but atop Madison he now found waist-deep snow, and so he returned again
to the hut. There, he burrowed in beneath the building, made camp, and
passed the night.
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Morning brought more snow and heavier wind. Andrew consulted the
mapping program on his phone, determined that he could not go back to
Pinkham or on toward Lakes of the Clouds Hut in this weather, and then at
8:35 a.m. pressed the button on his SPOT, a satellite-tracking device.
The rescue that followed went as smoothly as such gnarly weather would
allow. NHFG Lt. Mark Ober got the initial call while he was taking NHFG’s
annual SAR-team fitness test. Ober broke away from his testing to make the
calls that always follow this first one. By the time Ober arrived at the Appalachia
trailhead around 11 a.m., he had tried calling Andrew; spoken with Andrew’s
wife in Florida; ascertained Andrew’s route, experience, and planning; called
AVSAR’s Mike Pelchat for help; and notified COs Eric Fluette and Glen Lucas
to meet him at the trailhead. Ober set up his command post in the parking lot.
Pelchat and four members of AVSAR were already on their way up the
Valley Way Trail in conditions Ober called “challenging.” Fluette and Lucas
got there a little later, and they too geared and started up, while Ober charted
rescuers’ progress and kept in contact with Andrew’s wife. Rescuers said the
going was “slow and slippery,” with the heavy snow bending trees over the trail
and making for wet going, as well.
At 1:42 p.m. Pelchat radioed Ober to say that AVSAR’s Matt Bowman had
found Andrew at the hut, both cold and alive. Bowman worked to warm
Andrew, and by a little after 2 p.m. they were headed down the Valley Way.
Bowman noted that once they were moving, Andrew “hiked so fast on the way
out, we lost most of the SAR crew.” Everyone was out by 4:30 p.m.
Comment: Begin with the weather, then turn to the way. Andrew was
paying close attention to the forecast. Clearly, he knew that the exposed
Presidential crossing in that October’s cold held risks. While he was very fit,
the mix of a heavy load and slippery ground would mean he would need time
to make his way. On October 23, after four days of waiting, he thought he saw
his chance: a relatively moderate day with low, albeit cold, winds and minimal
snow predicted.
But that day did what White Mountain days often do: It shifted, and
what was middling snowfall down low became intense up high. By the time
Bowman located Andrew on the morning of the 24th, Bowman was plowing
through nearly two feet of new snow. Key weather figures for the 23rd and
the 24th on nearby Mount Washington follow: average temperatures of 22,
18; average wind speed of 27, 42; snowfall of 15 inches, 7.7 inches; minutes of
sunshine 0, 0. Those are full winter conditions and, while Andrew had the gear
to meet that weather, he had neither the time nor the experience to traverse it.
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Once stuck in the area of Madison Spring Hut and given his limited
knowledge of the area, Andrew made good decisions: He didn’t press on
toward Lakes of the Clouds when the trail became obscured and, after trying
to retreat, he didn’t force his way back toward Pinkham Notch. Had he become
mired going either way, here are the weather numbers he would have faced
on the 25th: average temperature of 9; average wind speed of 59; snowfall of
4.2 inches. In short, whiteout conditions and potentially lethal cold.
But here we encounter a deficit that really hamstrung Andrew: For his
AT hike, he was using a mapping program that he traced on his phone, and
that program showed only the narrow corridor of the AT. Side trails didn’t
appear on the program, and so, absent any other map, Andrew didn’t know
if he had any other ways out of his dilemma. As noted earlier, when he left
Thunderstorm Junction, Andrew was briefly on Spur Trail, which runs down
to Crag Camp’s shelter in just under a mile. Lt. Ober also asked Andrew why
he hadn’t considered the Valley Way, which descends directly from Madison
Spring Hut, and down which Bowman eventually led Andrew. Andrew
answered that he didn’t know it was there. When the narrow way of the AT
closed to him, he had only two options in reserve: staying put or taking the
leap to pressing the SPOT device. That limited awareness of one’s way simply
won’t suffice. Andrew was, literally, blinkered by the tech we so often see as
omniscient.

Good Thinking
Not long before Andrew found early winter’s drifts at Madison Spring Hut, on
Thursday, October 11, Parker W. and Joanna T., two university students from
New Jersey, drove nine hours to the Whites for a long-planned chance at a
one-day Presidential Traverse. Both are trail runners, fit, and in training. They
went to sleep that evening enthused by a Mount Washington Observatory
forecast for a good Friday, with a cold front moving in at day’s end, when
temperatures would drop from the 40s into the 20s.
Parker and Joanna awoke at 4:30 a.m. to a little snow in the air, although
ground conditions felt warm, and they got ready for an early start. Each carried
a running pack with layers of clothing, including a shell, plus food and more
than 4 liters of water. They agreed that they would manage their early pace to
avoid overwork, and they moved easily up Madison’s initial slopes, arriving at
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the hut in about two hours. By then, Parker and Joanna were in the clouds,
with some variety of frozen precipitation blown in by a gusty wind. As they
climbed to Madison’s summit, they began to consider whether to press on with
their traverse.
“We took some time to decide,” Parker said during an interview in late
October. “We’d begun to worry about rime ice because of the moisture in the
air, and we also knew that I was the only one familiar with our route.” They
had marked bailout possibilities on their map, but Parker felt those would be
easy to miss in low visibility (which he estimated was by then about 200 feet).
After conferring back at the hut, Parker and Joanna “were mostly decided”
against the traverse. They then figured they’d go up Mount Adams via the Star
Lake Trail, which sheltered them some from the northwest wind.
Their experience on the upper slopes of Adams confirmed their decision.
“Joanna’s lighter than I am, and when we got near the top the wind was really
moving her around,” Parker said. “We figured it at maybe 60 mile per hour.
And it was colder still. That clinched our decision.”
Their early start left Parker and Joanna with a whole day ahead, which
shifted toward the contemplative when they dropped below the clouds around
4,000 feet. There, it grew warmer and pleasant, and the pair spent time
enjoying the many pools and stops along Snyder Brook. It was, they agreed, a
completely different day down there.
“When we were driving away and looking back, it wasn’t entirely clear that
the weather was bad up high,” Parker said. “The clouds hugged the peaks, but
the rest of the day looked clear. I was also surprised, after having this as a goal
for some time and driving here, that turning back wasn’t really crushing. We
felt a little guilty for not pushing on when we both felt fine and strong, but the
day turned out to be really enjoyable, and we’ll come back for another chance
in the spring.”
Comment: Just so. May we all make our decisions this way. It also interested
me that Parker and Joanna met two other parties, a pair of hikers and one
going solo, and all three also had decided to back away from planned crossings
of the Presidentials that day. Parker and Joanna showed impressive resistance
to what risk experts call “sunk cost,” that voice that can say in its wheedling
way, “You’ve driven nine hours; it’s the only weekend of the fall you can do
this; you’ve trained long miles for this,” and so on. “No,” they answered. “We’ll
have a different sort of day; the mountain will be here when we come back.”
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The Best SAR is PSAR
Perhaps the happiest rescuer is one who sleeps uninterrupted through the night.
The phone stays silent; the ready pack rests in its closet; no one’s out suffering
in the dark. And so it’s no secret that everyone in the rescue community
applauds the U.S. Forest Service program called PSAR, or Preventative
Search and Rescue. PSAR’s advice, when heeded, helps keep backcountry
wanderers from becoming blunderers into incident and accident. Each of
us has probably been part of PSAR’s diffuse legions when we’ve pointed out
a trail, answered a question, or warned of a hazard. I type out these trails
of sentences, hoping they lead some readers away from going astray. And
AMC’s employees and volunteers, front- and backcountry, give guidance to
thousands annually. Who knows how many incidents we prevent?
In recent years, as more and more people have discovered our mountains
and trails, the agencies charged with managing public use of those mountains
have become more proactive about PSAR, vigorously promoting the WMNF
and NHFG’s hikeSafe program, publicizing accidents and rescues, and setting
up ways of offering advice on foot. USFS’s five-year-old Trailhead Steward
Program is one such PSAR effort that shows promise. In an advertisement
looking for volunteers to staff four- or five-hour shifts on Saturdays and
Sundays during 2019’s hiking season, from May to early November, USFS
puts it this way:
With over 1,200 miles of trails, the WMNF sees 5 to 6 million visitors a
year, and numbers are on the rise! This rise in visitation has also brought
an uptick in the number of search-and-rescue incidents as more and
more unprepared hikers hit the trail. This program seeks to combat this
issue through its mission: The Trailhead Steward Program encourages
outdoor safety and conservation in the WMNF by interacting with
hikers, backpackers and climbers at trailheads to promote responsible
enjoyment and protection of public land.
Currently those trailheads are five: Champney Falls, Old Bridle Path/Falling
Waters, Ammonoosuc Ravine, Appalachia, Welch–Dickey. At these locations,
stewards in uniform will approach hikers to inquire about their plans and
offer advice.
In an email exchange, a summer 2018 volunteer trail steward, Chris Elliot,
offered a few reflections from his Columbus Day at Champney Falls, a trail
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that offers both the lure of its eponymous falls and the open summit of
Mount Chocorua:
I was impressed by the number of people who were hiking, over
300 on Columbus Day going up Champney Falls. But, I was distressed
by the number who were totally unprepared or ignorant of hiking
necessities or where they were going. Despite our stern warnings, one
individual went up the trail in flip-flops, determined she could reach
the summit. And a few wanted to know if the restaurant and bathrooms
would be open on the top. We were able to give many people the
hikeSafe cards and explain the rationale for the ten necessities. Most
were unaware that they would need water, additional clothing, and
that a paper map was preferable to a picture on the cell phone. When
we mentioned the need for a turnaround time, many were confused,
not realizing that sunset was a factor. Again, “But I have a flashlight on
my cell phone,” was a common response.
As stewards, we never felt we could require or insist; we were well
aware of our advisory and advocacy role. Only a few hikers were
confrontational and most were appreciative of our efforts. I would say
the most rewarding moments came when someone went back to the
car for additional clothing or gear. Or, recognizing their skill level or
lack of preparation, actually changed their plan and hiked to the falls
instead of the summit.
Elliot also noted that, during one of his fall weekend assignments, a USFS
ranger stopped by and said that the number of SAR incidents on this popular trail had dropped dramatically that year. Anecdotal evidence, for sure,
but positive nonetheless. Joyce Jardin, a National Forest volunteer coordinator of the program, is the contact cited on the USFS website. (Reach her at
508-423-0152, wmnfvolunteers@gmail.com.)

A Call Back: Further Thoughts from a Backcountry SAR Caller
In last issue’s column, I looked briefly at an incident that occurred on
Mount Osceola (“Seeds of Disinformation,” Winter/Spring 2019, page 107).
There, on a slippery day near the summit, I reported that a hiker from the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology Outing Club, Megan C., slipped and
injured her leg. I selected the incident because a passerby chose to call 911
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about the accident when he reached an area with cell service. There followed
some back and forth, wherein the caller and NHFG tried to reconnect and
share information without much success as, even when he’d reached his
car, the caller couldn’t find cell service. Part of what interested me was the
difficulty rescuers often have getting complete information, even as they are
asked to respond promptly.
Not long after that Winter/Spring issue arrived in the mail, I got a note
from John B., the caller in the incident, and in that note and in response to
my return note, I got an understanding of the fullness of John’s experience. A
number of his points helped deepen my sense of the challenges he found as
he worked to help, and they cautioned me as an analyst working with limited
information. While my overall point about the spotty information with which
rescuers often must work stands, the rest of my understanding of the incident
has changed.
In his note to me, John leads with what he sees as the most important
takeaway:
In particular, I think it might help in future situations to know more
about my first interaction with the 911 operator while I was still on the
trail. While I was trying to communicate the situation and where on
the trail the fall had occurred, the operator’s sole focus seemed to be
on determining what town I was calling from, which I unfortunately
did not know. My impression was that she had adequate reception, but
unfortunately, she seemed to have no idea where Osceola or the trails
that I named were located. As I was trying to describe the location
relative to the Kancamagus Highway, the call was lost and I couldn’t
get a signal back. . . . I would suggest some change in 911 protocols that
might facilitate locating trails might be helpful in handling future calls
from the trail. . . .
I do not believe the problem was with how I conveyed the
information. Rather my concern is that the limited time I ended up
having for the call before I lost the signal seemed more focused on
learning what town I was in rather than on the specific information
about the victim and the trail she was on that I was trying to convey.
I immediately tried calling back several times after the call failed, but
could no longer get a signal, so I headed down the trail, leaving my
phone on in case the operator called back.
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It took some time before John reached a place in his car where he had cell
service. By then, the party with the injured hiker was nearing the trailhead, and
the incident was soon resolved. But further reflection on our correspondence
took me back to the site of Megan C.’s initial fall. When John happened
upon the group of nine, he was carrying more than a phone. John is a trauma
surgeon, and he stopped not only to help stabilize Megan’s injured limb
(which he noted to me was a dislocated shoulder, not a leg injury), he also
took time to assess the party and their chances of self-rescue. The group leader
was, he wrote, “adamant that they could get down safely on their own, and
she declined John’s offer to help with the evacuation.” John felt skeptical,
partly because, “the trail was very slippery, and there was still quite a bit of
the steep section left to go. I was less than certain about how the descent
might go since no one in the group seemed to have adequate traction for the
conditions.” He told the group that he felt he should and would call when he
reached cell service, because the injury would make rescue slow, and the hour,
now 4 p.m., was late in the day.
Somehow both John’s work at the scene and his determination to make a
phone call got repressed in the MIT group’s reported conversation with NHFG
Sgt. Thomas Dakai. That omission robs the account of essential information.
And it points to the sometimes difficult interactions that can happen when
emergency throws people together. Having a doctor skilled in trauma is a
once-in-hiking-lifetime gift in an emergency, but even then the issue of who
would lead and in what way surfaced for the MIT group.
I’m grateful to John for his account and, casting back to his initial point,
for the chance to share his 911 experience with NHFG.

Show Them the Money
Few readers turn to this column hoping for a parsing of search-and-rescue
finances in New Hampshire. But how our mountains get managed is part
of loving them, so I am devoting a few inches of print and a sliver of mind
space to funding. NHFG oversees our SAR scene, and it partners with USFS
to manage the people magnets of Mount Washington’s east-facing ravines,
especially Tuckerman and Huntington. NHFG is chronically underfunded,
and that poverty spills into its SAR budget. There, annual costs of $300,000
and rising require an annual, voluntary infusion of around $100,000 from
sales of the hikeSafe card. During recent years, that program has covered
much of the deficit. But buying the card is voluntary, and any planner will
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tell you it’s a fool’s errand to base nearly 33 percent of your annual budget on
the public volunteering money.
So. In 2018, the New Hampshire legislature appointed another commission
to make recommendations to address the agency’s greater budget problems.
SAR was, of course, included in those deliberations. Central to consideration
was acknowledgement of the obvious: Thousands of visitors come to New
Hampshire for our mountains, and so the state’s economy is driven by and
depends on people’s experiences in those mountains. But—here I paraphrase—
we try to fund NHFG and its SAR work on the cheap; we try to make it pay
for itself via license fees for hunting, fishing, off-highway recreational vehicle or
OHRV registrations, and so forth. As these revenue sources decline, however,
SAR costs and the general work required of NHFG personnel keeps rising.
Why, many people engaged with tourism and visitor experiences in our
mountains ask, isn’t SAR like any other state service available to the public?
Why isn’t it funded as a part of the social contract? In the past, and again in
2018, New Hampshire turned legislative eyes to the federal government, which
oversees the 800,000-acre WMNF, where many rescues take place. Why not
ask the feds to fund SAR? is a short version of their question. The short answer
is that our federal government doesn’t pay for SAR elsewhere on its lands, and
it would be loath to set a precedent in New Hampshire.
Inevitably then, attention returned to the New Hampshire legislature,
where many times in the past, NHFG has sought funding support for SAR.
The reasoning, which I have heard just as many times during my research, is
that funding could and should come from the state meals and rental taxes,
which gather more than $300 million per year. An apt summary would be: If
we lure them here, we should save those who stray as part of the cost of doing
business. The aforementioned legislative commission also advanced possible
funding sources—too many to list in short summary—but the bottom line is
that the old license-based funding should give way to consistent appropriation
from the New Hampshire legislature. Rescues involving hiker negligence could
then still be billed—as a deterrent, not to be confused with a funding source—
perhaps going toward equipment and training support for the state’s many
volunteer SAR groups. Even in tax-phobic New Hampshire, this argument
should resonate for legislators. I hope it does.
— Sandy Stott
Accidents Editor
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